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APsychologicalStudyofFirst-PersonPronouns
TakenoriTakahashi
1．Introduction
Wewanttodistanceourselvespsychologically(aswellasphysically)from
thingsthatmakeusfeeluncomfOrtable,andthisdesireisIenectedinthewords
weuse.Thispaperexploreshowpsychologicaldistancingcanbedetectedin
languageproduction,withspecialfOcusonfirst-personpronouns.
2.Iinhandwriting
Observationofrelativewordspacinginhandwritingprovidesinsightinto
thewriter'sthoughtsandfeelings.Accordmgtographology,ifthespacebetween
thepronoun/andthenextwordiswiderthanthespacingbetweenotherwords,
itisindicativeofthewriter'sunconsciousdesiretodistancehimselforherself
fromthestatement.
3．AvoidanceoftheUseofI
Avoidanceoftheuseofノinastatementcanrenectthespeaker'sorwriter's
desiretodistancehimselffromhiswords・Forexample:
(1)Linda:Whatdoyouthinkofmyidea？
Frank:Ilikeit.
(2)Linda:Whatdoyouthinkofmydress？
Frank:1t'snice.
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In(2),Frankdoesnotincludehimselfinthestatement.Onepossible
interpretationofthisabsenceofノisthatheisconsciouslyorunconsciously
tryingtoavoidtakingownershipinhiswolds.
Hereisanotherexampleofastatementwherethespeakeravoidedtheuse
ofノinaneffOrttodistancehimselffromhiswords,ormorespecificallyinthis
case,fromhisactionmentionedinhisstatement.
(3)Themissing/canalsobeasignthatthesuhjectisreluctanttotalk
aboutwhathappened.Thesuhjectmaybeplacedinasituation
wherehehastotalk・So,hetellsuswhathedidbutheleaves
outtheltodistancehimselffromhisactions.FormerPresident
Clintondidthisafewyearsagowhenscratchesappearedonhis
face.Thepresshoundedhimastowhathadhappened,butthe
Presidentwouldn'tcomment.SpeculationwasthattheFirstLady
hadscratchedhimwithhernailsorhadthrownsomethingathim.
Finally,PresidentClintoncameoutwiththefOllowingstatement:
"lgotthisplayingwithmydaughterl'mashamedtosay.Rolling
aroundactinglikeachildagain.1reaffirmedthatrmnotakid
anymore.''
Therearethreesentencesinhisstatement.Thefirstandlast
sentencesbeginwiththepronounノ.However,inthesecond
sentencethe/ismissing.ThePresidentcouldhavesaid,GGIwas
rollingaroundactinglikeachildagain,''buthechosenottouse
thepronoun/.Whyistheノmissing？Wefindtheanswerinthefirst
sentence.66Igotthisplayingwithmydaughterl'mashamedtosay.''
ThePresidentwasembarrassedbywhathadhappened.Therefbre,
whenitcametimetoactuallydescribetheincident,helefthimself
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Out
(McClish,n.d.)
4.AvoidanceoftheUseofIandDeception
Statementanalysisexpertsandpsychologistshavenotedthatavoidanceof
selfreferenceinastatementcanbeassociatedwithdeception.
(4)[T]heuseofthefirst-personsingularisasubtleproclamationof
one'sownershipofastatement.Knapp,Hart,andDennis(1974)
hypothesizedthatliarsmayavoidstatementsofownershipeither
to.Gdissociate''themselvesfromtheirwordsorduetoalackof
personalexperience(e.g.,Buller,Bulgoon,Buslig,&Roiger,1996;
Dulaney,1982;Knapp&Comadena,1979;Mehrabian,1971).
Similarly,WienerandMehrabian(1968)arguedthatliarsshould
bemore@Gnonimmediate''thantruth-tellersandrefertothemselves
lessoftenintheirstories.Otherstudieshavefoundthatwhen
individualsaremadetobeselfaware,theyaremore6Ghonest''with
themselves(e.g.,CaIver&Scheier,1981;Duval&Wicklund,1972;
Vbraurer&Ross,1999)andselfLreferencesincrease(e.g.,Davis&
Brock,1975).Finally,individualswhoresponddefensively(i.e.,
selfdeceptively)whendiscussingpersonaltopicstendtodistance
themselvesfromtheirstoriesandavoidtakingresponsibilityfOr
theirbehavior(FeldmanBarrettetal.,inpress;Shapiro,1989).
Ifthisstateofmindisrenectedinthewordspeopleuse,then
deceptivecommunicationsshouldbecharacterizedbyfewerfirst-
personsingularpronouns(e.g.,/,"@e,and"@y).
(Newmanaaﾉ.,2003)
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Forexample,considerthispassagefromMeyer(2010)
(5)…asalesmanwho'sknowinglytryingtosellaninferiorsound
systemmightsay,66Thisisatemficmodel.Itsellsoutallthetime.''
Notethatheavoidsusingthepersonalpronoun66I.''[…]Anhonest
vendorwho'senthusiasticaboutsellingagreatproductwouldbe
morelikelytosay,66Ithinkthisisatemficmodel.Iselloutofitall
thetime.''
(Meyer,2010)
Apersonwhoisbeingdeceptivemayrefrainfromusinglinhisstatement
becauseitsusebringshimpsychologicallyclosertothestatement・Inother
words,peoplemakingadeceptivestatementtrytoavoidrefemngtothemselves,
asifleavingthemselvesoutofthestatementGGmeansthey'renottheoneswho
arelying"(Meyer,2010).
AvoidanceoftheuseofIcanbeasubconsciousindicatorof(Gpartial''
deception.Forexample,supposeastatementprovidedbyacriminalsuspect
readsasfOllows:
(6)Igotupat7:00whenmyalannwentoff.Itookashowerandgot
dressed.IdecidedtogooutfOrbreakfast.IwenttotheMcDonald's
onthecomer.Metamanwholivesnearby.TalkedwithhimfOra
fewminutes.Ifinishedbreakfastanddrovetowork.
(Adams,1996)
Notethatthepronounノismissinginthefifthandsixthsentences,whneallthe
othersentencesbeginwith/.Whydidthesuspectdropノinthesetwosentences？
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Whydidthis‘‘change,，inlanguageoccur？Onepossibleanswertothisquestion
wouldbetosay:.
(7)Thesequenceofsentencesin(6)leadsustoquestionwhetherthe
suspectactuallymetandtalkedwiththemanmentionedinthe
stateInent．
Andifthesuspectdidnotmeettheman,thenhecommittedanG6outright''liein
saying,G6MetamanWholivesnearby.ThlkedwithhimfOrafewminutes.，，
However,therearealsOcaseswherethefactthatastatementcontains
linguisticsignalsofdeceptiondoesnotnecessarilymeantheeventreported
didnothappen(fOrdetaileddiscussion,seeClark[20091,whichanalyzesan
exampleofsuchacase).Ifthisisthecasewith(6),whatimplications,intenns
ofdeception,couldwedrawfromthesentencesdevoidofthepronounI？The
fOllowingprinciples(andassumptions)ofstatementanalysisprovidehintsof
possibleanswerstothisquestion.
(8)a.Tbllingaliecausesinternalstress.(McClish,2008)
b.Whenpeoplearegiventhechoicetogivetheirownexplanation
intheirownwords,theywouldchoosetobetruthful.(Sapir,
1995）
c.Peopledonotwanttolieandifpossibletheywillavoidtelling
lies.(McClish,n.d.)
d.Liarspreferconcealingthetruthratherthanfabricatingan
entirelyfictitiousstory.Withconcealment,theliaronlyneedsto
avoidrevealinguntrueinfOrmation.(Navarro&Schafer,2001;
DePaulo,1992)
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e.InfOnnationthatapersondoesnotwanttosharewillaffecthow
hephraseshisstatement.(McClish,2008)
f.Whenapersonchangestheirlanguage…thismeanstherehas
beenachangeinreality・Somethinghappenedthatcausedhimto
alterhislanguage.(McClish,2008)
g.TruthfUlpeoplegivestatementsusingthepronoun66I,''which
isfirstperson,singular.Anydeviation廿omthisnonndeserves
closescrutiny,fOritcouldbeanindicationthatthepersonisnot
ro""ycommittedtothefactsinthestatementand,therefOre,is
nottellingthew/io/etruth.(Adams,1996,emphasismine)
Withtheseinmind,herearesomepossibleexplanationsofwhythe
suspect,theauthorof(6),consistentlyusedノandthensuddenlystoppedusingit
whenhecametothedescriptionofhismeetingandconversationwiththeman
mentionedinhisstatement.
(9)a.Thechangeinthesuspect'slanguagerepresentsachangeinhis
emotionalorpsychologicalstate.
b.DeceptionisstressfUl,andthesuspect'savoidanceoftheuseofノ
isalinguisticmanifestationofhissubconsciousdesiretoavoidor
alleviatethestresshewasfeelingatthattime.
c・Thesuspect'savoidanceoftheuseof/isanindicationofhim
tryingtoreducehiscommitmentto,andtodistancehimselffrom,
theeventofmeetingandtalkingwiththeman.
d.Thesuspect'savoidanceoftheuseofIisasignalofsensitivity
anditimpliesadeceptionofsomekind.
e.Deceptivecommunicationcantakemanyforms,ofwhich
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concealmentisone.Itissuspectedthatthesuspectwithheld
sensitiveinfOnnationabouttheeventofmeetingandtalkingwith
theman(infOnnationwhichmightinsomewaybeincriminating
tohim).Therefore,additionaldetailssurroundingtheevent
shouldbesought.Forexample,moredetailedinfOrmationabout
theman,thecontentoftheconversationbetweenthesuspectand
theman,theirrelationship(atthatmoment),andsoon.Istheman
connectedtothecrimeinanyway？Didtheconversationhave
anybearingonthecrime？Werethesuspectandthemanongood
tenns(thatmorning),orwastheretensionbetweenthem(during
theconversation)？
5．WeversusXα"aI
ThepronounweisusedtorefertothespeakeIJwriterandtheaddressee(s)
ortothespeakelywriterandsomeotherpersonorpersonsassociatedwithhim
orherbIngeneral,pronounsareusedtorefertoreferentsthataresalientinthe
currentdiscoursecontext:referentsthataresalientinthespeaker'smindand
thatarebelievedbythespeakertobesalientinthehearer'sconsciousness・AIso,
pronounsareusedtoreplacenounsorotherreferentialexpressionstomaintain
referencewithoutrepeatingthem.
Now,peoplesometimeschoosetousethephraseXα"d/inplaceofwe
(whichisquickerandeasiertosayorwrite),evenwhenreferencebytheuseof
weisnotonlypossiblebutnatural;fOrexample,whenthereferentsofweare
contextuallyclear.
AlthoughXα"c"andweareofteninterchangeable,fromastatement
analysispointofview,thereisasignificantdifferencebetweenthem.Consider,
tobeginwith,thefOllowingpassage:
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(10)Happycouplessay@6we,""us,"and"our"whentellingtheirstories.
Theirhow-we-metstoryisfilledwithtogetherness.TheUniversity
ofWashingtonresearcherscalleditG6We-ness.''Unhappycouples
oftenavoidallfirst-personpluralpronouns,stickingwith66I,''66me,''
4Gmine,''andG6you''and6Gyours.''
Here'sanexampleofWe-ness:
@jWerookα耐えe加rhe畑o""α加saMg〃だ〃肋jyﾉosr.We
we"sod航ﾉ･aaedbyr/iesce"eFrs/'esα〃．
@4Wと〃eVeJ･We"r〃""gagα加,加〃加rw"s""o"eqfo"r
besr""roger/t"''l'eノセp"ed.
Coupleswhodon'tthinkofthemselvesasG6we''oftenareliving
parallellivesanddon'tfeelconnectedtotheirspouse.Imaginethis
typeofcoupletellingthesamehikingstory.
$lyb〃ノosrr/le加叩r加rdqy,α"d"rook/iowsrogerbqck
home・ノwasex加"sred,''sIIesα〃．
“吻〃〃ever花α"y/ikedル伽"g""chα"ywqy,"liesα〃．
(Parker-Pope,2010)
AsParker-PopeandtheresearchersattheUniversityofWashingtonrightly
suggest,thepronounwedenotesasenseoftogetherness,partnership,closeness,
intimacy,orsharedidentity.
Theothersideofthecoin,then,wouldbethat:
(11)ifapersonusesXα"dノwhenweismorenaturalandnormal,it
indicatesapsychologicaloremotionaldistancebetweentheperson
andX.
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Andindeeditdoes
(12)Inspeechandthewrittenword,linguistsconsidertheshortestway
tosaysomethingastheeasiestandclearestwaytocommunicate.
Thepronoun6Gwe''isashort,clearwaytodescribeone'sself
andothersafterproperintroductionshavebeenmade.$6We''also
denotestogethemess;itindicatesarelationshipbetweenpersons.
Omissionofthepronoun6.we''issignificant,particularlywhenthe
individualsarespouses.
InthefOllowingversionsofanaccountofeventsgivenbya
husband,thefirststatementindicatesthenorm;thesecondone
denotesdeviation:
G6Mywifeandlwereinvitedtoaneighbor's50thbirthday
party.Weamvedatthepartyalittlelate.Thepartywasstill
infUllswingwhenweleftfOrhome.''
GGMywifeandlwereinvitedtoaneighbor'sSOthbirthday
party.Mywifeandlamvedatthepartyalittlelate.Theprty
wasstillinfUllswingwhenmywifeandIleftfbrhome.''
Thesecondstatementrevealsdistancebetweenthehusbandand
hiswife.Oncethehusbandintroduceshiswifeintothestatement,
usingthepronoun6Gwe''istheshortestwaytocommunicate.Yet,
thehusbandavoidsthisword､Why？Perhapsbecausethereisno
4Gtogethernesfmtherelationship.
(Adams,1996)
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6.WeandDeception
Theuseofweinastatementcanbeassociatedwithdeception,depending
onthekindofstatementandonwherethepronounentersthestatement.
Forexample,inreportsofarape,ifthevictimuseswetorefertothe
assailantandherself(e.g.,@6wewentintothebedroom''asopposedto@GhefOrced
meintothebedroom''),itcanindicatethatthe"victim''maybelyingabout
beingattackedandraped.Theuseofwedenotesapartnershipanditisunlikely
a(traumatized)rapevictimwouldusewetodescribetheassailantandherself.
Shewouldpsychologicallyandemotionallywanttoseparateordistanceherself
fromtheassailant,andthedesireshouldbereflectedinherlanguage.TherefOre,
asAdams(1996)notes:"Fromtheirexperienceinterviewingrapevictims,
[veteranrapeinvestigators]havenonnedtherapevictimtousethepronouns$he'
and6I,'notthepronoun6we,'todescribetheassailantandherself.''
7．ConcluSion
Althoughwecannotgetinsideaperson'shead,languagecanprovidea
66windowintothehumanmind.''Throughapsychologicalstudyofthefirst-
personpronouns,thispaperhasshownthatcarefUllinguisticexaminationof
astatementcanrevealawealthofinfOnnationaboutthespeaker'sorauthor's
underlyingthoughts,feelings,emotions,etc.andsometimescanprovideclues
astothecredibilityofthestatement.
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